The [everyday] future by design: opportunities for the design exploration of everyday sustainability by McKinnon, Heather
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
McKinnon, Heather
(2016)
The [everyday] future by design: Opportunities for the design exploration
of everyday sustainability. In
Proceedings of the 2016 ACM Conference Companion Publication on De-
signing Interactive Systems - DIS ’16 Companion, ACM, Brisbane, Qld, pp.
37-38.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/96058/
c© Copyright is held by the owner/author(s).
Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for personal or classroom
use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed for profit or
commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first
page. Copyrights for third-party components of this work must be honored. For all other
uses, contact the Owner/Author.
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
http://doi.org/10.1145/2908805.2909424
 Everyday Sustainability: Futures, 




This position paper fuses together several conceptual 
elements concerning sustainability and the future of 
design. It discusses the urgency of sustainable living 
practices, outlining Tony Fry’s notion of design futuring 
and adaptation, which depends on the ability of people 
to transition elements of their everyday ways of being 
to something else. It then discusses open opportunities 
for design, which surround dismissing status quo 
thinking in order to re-envision future ways of being. 
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Introduction 
The theoretical point of departure for this writing lies 
amongst existing conventions surrounding futures, 
design futuring, and modern values and practices of 
contemporary design. Over many years, theoretical 
influences concerning sustainability, design futuring 
and the re-envisioning of design practice has been 
critical to where design finds itself in the present day. 
For instance, literature focused on sustainability as a 
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 core value in design (Blevis 2007; Fry 2009), the use of 
technology as a creative research tool (Gaver et al. 
2015; Pierce 2014), and the evolution of redirective 
methods for designing which are linked by their 
common focus of counteracting status quo thinking 
(Irwin, Kossoff, and Tonkinwise 2015; DiSalvo 2012; 
Dourish and Bell 2013; Strengers 2014; Sade 2012). 
As such, this writing seeks to build on these 
foundations and lends itself to Tonkinwise’s (2016) 
thoughts: “At the risk of over branding it, a twenty-
first-century mode of designing has now arrived. It is 
simply no longer the case that “design beyond the 
object” (Thackara 1988) remains merely aspirational.” 
(Tonkinwise 2016, 140).  
 
Approaching Sustainable Futures 
In her 2004 acceptance speech, Nobel Peace Prize 
laureate Professor Wangari Maatthai focused her 
attention on the extreme consequences facing the 
world if it remains in its current condition: “Activities 
that devastate the environment and societies continue 
unabated. Today we are faced with a challenge that 
calls for a shift in our thinking, so that humanity stops 
threatening its life-support system.” (Maathai 2005, 
199). Professor Maatthai called for energy, 
commitment, and creativity in the shaping of a 
sustainable future (Maathai 2005, 201). Theorists of 
futures studies suggest that the future “is what people 
can shape and design through their purposeful acts” 
(Slaughter 2002, 3), with many researchers stressing 
the need for a rethinking of our unsustainable mode of 
existence (Alexander 2015). In this regard, there has 
been significant theoretical contribution to a rethinking 
of design futures for this purpose (Fry 2009; Blevis 
2007). Design theorist Tony Fry describes design as a 
‘prefiguration’: “The act that goes ahead of what we do, 
we create something in our mind and project it, in 
order to make it. Design is a part of what we are. It 
transforms what we are” (theUICA 2012). For Fry, the 
response to the set of interrelated changing climatic 
circumstances - such as increasing global population, 
denser cities and environmental impacts - needs to be 
through creative adaptation to changing conditions: 
through a future by design (Fry 2013).  
Designing for Adaptation  
Fry (2013) emphasises the need for adaptation to these 
changing conditions, which inherently lies in humanity’s 
ability to adapt and sustain with the continuous 
changing state of the world. As such, this relies on the 
ability of design to elicit humanity’s level of creative 
adaptation towards the future. The underlying notion of 
adaptation depends on the ability of people to transition 
elements of their everyday ways of being to something 
else. For design, this means focusing on the evolution 
of sociotechnical practices of humanity. Many variations 
of design have evolved that seek to capture these 
elements; their essence relies on design’s ability to 
dismiss the status quo, speculate, provoke, and 
fictionalise transformed ways of being, albeit using 
varying approaches. Although continuing design 
approaches concerning the counteraction of status quo 
thinking may not be especially new or novel, the 
continual evolution of contemporary design has a 
pressing modernity to it in the face of the current state 
of the world. It is this token of modernity that 
designers concerned with sustainable futures are drawn 
to; where existing core elements of futures research 
are built upon, and new approaches are explored 
further.   
 
 Open Opportunities for Design Futures 
In this light, design in the context of sustainability 
should contain qualities that are adaptable to change, 
forward-thinking, against the status quo and should 
encompass the inherent ability to sustain (Fry 2013). 
This approach continues to contrast the mainstream 
practice of ‘affirmative design’, often described as 
design which solves problems and provides answers, 
reinforces the status quo, and focuses on innovation 
and utilitarian functionality (Dunne and Raby 2013) . 
Instead, it views the role of design as one which aims 
to challenge assumptions and create friction amongst 
the known or expected. As Fry (2009) suggests, 
“design either goes on becoming trivialized, 
technocratic, invisible and elemental to the 
unsustainable, or it becomes a pathfinding means to 
sustain action counteracting the unsustainable while 
also creating far more viable futures” (2009, 7). 
Therefore, when designing for sustainable futures, 
there are vast opportunities for the contestation of 
current ways of being through modern methods of 
design. Through the counteraction of assumed ways of 
being, there lies the opportunity to re-envision 
alternative versions of everyday lives.  
 
Conclusion 
This paper has presented a position regarding the 
future of design, drawing on literature related to 
futures, design futuring, and sustainability. Viewpoints 
surrounding the redirection of design are presented, 
encouraging a redirection of design to look beyond the 
status quo, and focus in reenvisioning future ways of 
being. Finally, this paper presents open possibilities for 
design, including a continual exploration of the 
contestation of current ways of being, through modern 
methods of design.  
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